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LAS VEGAS BEFORE 1850
By VERNA LAUMBACH
INTRODUCTION
HERE is now a blended atmosphere of modern life and
antiquity in Las Vegas. To the rich, romantic civilization of the past has been added the restless, active civilization -of today, and the two combine to make town both
old and new. It is colorful in story and legend,. though to
the casual observer it may be just another Southwestern
town, nestled in the valley -against the mountain range.
With its paved streets, its progressive schooL and business
houses, and its fine residential districts shadowed by cottonwood and elm, it is hard to believe that a'little more than a
hundred years ago it was only a meadow. In that meadow
the same sleepy, little mountain stream wound through, and
there the prairie chicken, the buffalo, and the Indian still
enjoyed the freedom of their home.
Before New Mexico was well known to the Spaniards
in Mexico it was a magical land ,where dreams of riches,
adventure, and glory, were supposed to come true. Many
dreams were broken, and lives and fortunes were Jost, in
the long, difficult period of exchanging the red man's culture
for the white man's. By 1821 the Pueblo Indians were
fully subdued, but there were still the plains Indians-especially the Apaches and the Navahos-who held the outlying and poorly protected districts in terror. For that
reason much of New Mexico was as yet unoccupied by the
Spaniard, and there were few large settlements. Santa Fe,
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the capital since about 1610, with 'approximately 6,000 souls,
was the most important town, and traders coming from the
United States down the Santa Fe Trail saw its ancient walls
after the long journey with as much joy as the pilgrims in
Palestine, viewed the first sight of Jerusalem.
Before trade with the United States became prevalent,
the settlers here depended for their luxuries on the long,
expensive trade route from New Spain to Santa Fe. After
Mexico gained her independence in 1821, trade with the
United States was more favorable, and by 1822 Becknell
had established the Santa Fe Trade between the two countries.
'It was a romantic life to be a trader, and filled with
danger and adventure. Uncertainty of a water supply and
the Indian problem were responsible for the loss of many
lives. In. 1843 Antonio Jose Chavez was murdered by
Texan marauders near the Little Arkansas, and there were
many other casualties. Nevertheless, the good pay involved
and the thrill of a new country, kept the Santa Fe Trail well
traveled by caravans of precious goods.
Gregg, in his Commerce of the Pmiries, gives a very
good picture of the Santa Fe Trade., Each man, on starting
from Independence, needed a supply of 50 pounds of flour,
100 pounds of bacon, 10 pounds of coffee, 20 pounds of
sugar, and a little salt. Fresh meat was supplied on the
way by killing buffalo, for the buffaloes, although rapidly
disappearing, were still plentiful. Fruit and nuts also might
be gathered in some regions. The necessary utensils were
a skillet, frying-pan, sheet-iron camp kettle, coffee-pot, tin
cup, and a butcher knife. Buffalo rugs and blankets served
for covering at night, in which, the travelers rolled up to
sleep, usually on the ground. ' Each man slept in front of his
own wagon, while the stock was kept within the corral
made by the circle of wagons. It was necessary for somebody to keep watch because of the Indians, and every man,
whether guest or not, was pressed into this service.
The route varied a little, from Independence to Santa
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Fe, but it is safe to judge that it usually passed through
the present site of Las Vegas. Sometimes traders camped
on the banks of the little stream running through the
meadow, and at night the trees lining it were black with
p,rairie chickens. It seems reasonable enough that from
the presence of so many prairie chickens the Gallinas River
received its name. The name of Vegas Grandes (the Great
Meadows) was given to this region, and it was designated
by that name when the grant of land was given to Luis
Maria Cabeza de Baca.
HISTORY OF THE LA~m GRANTS

Land grants in the Southwest have an interesting history, for they played an important part in the settlement of
the country. Land grants were given by both the Spanish
and Mexican governments, and for various reasons. Usually the grantee was a deserving citizen who was given an
area of land so vast that it rivalled even the feudal barons
of Europe and the plantation owners of the South. The
Las Vegas Grant had an area of 431,653.65 acres, and there
were other grants, such as the Maxwell Grant, that had an
area much larger. In his domain the grantee, with his
Indian peons, had practically the same power as a feudal
lord. He could live as royally as he pleased-if the Indians would let him. However, the untamed Indians and
the arid condition of much of the land rather prevented a
grantee from living in great style and comfort.
The boundaries of these grants were very indefinite,
due to lack of good surveying instruments, and they caused
much worry to the American surveyor general later. An
example of the boundary of the Las Vegas Grant is as
follows:

J

/

;1.

A pine tree nine inches i~ diameter, bears
south twenty-five degrees, fifty-six minutes east,
one hundred links distant, marked L.V.G., 3m.,
B.T.
Thirty-five chains, descend sandstone ledge
thirty-five feet high, bears east and west, thence
over large boulders of sandstone.
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Forty-nine chains, dry creek bed, fifteen links
wide, water in pools, course south seventy degrees
east, Foot of descent of two-hundred and twentyfive feet, ascent.!
A grant of land, called the Vegas Grandes, in the jurisdiction of San Miguel del Bado, was petitioned on January
16,1821, by Luis Maria Cabeza de Baca. 2 This man claimed
relationship to the famous Alvar Nunez Cabeza de Vaca. 8
He petitioned the Provincial Deputation in the city of Durango, capital of the Internal Provinces of which New Mexico was then a part. There had been a petition made before
to the authorities of the Internal Provinces for the Vegas
Grandes, and on February 18, 1820, it had been granted to
Cabeza de Baca and eight others. The other petitioners,
however, had lands and interests elsewhere, and since they
had made no improvements on this grant Luis Maria Cabeza
de Baca wanted it for himself and his seventeen children.
This grant was bounded on the north by the Sapello River,
on the south by the boundary of El Bado, on the west by the
summits of the Pecos mountains, and on the east by Aguaje
de la Llegua and the boundary of Don Antonio Ortiz' grant.
. On May 29 the president and secretary of the Provincial Deputation at Durango informed the governor of New
Mexico that he had decided to confer onCabezade Baca the
iand for which he had petitioned. In 1823 the governor and
political chief, Don Bartolome Baca, directed the alcalde of
San Miguel del Bado to place Luis Maria Cabeza de Baca in
possession, and on October 17, 1823, with the usual ceremony, this was done.
.
Luis Maria Cabeza de Baca, with his servants, then
built a ranch on his grant and placed on it his stock, conCopy of original land grant in the Land Grant Office.
Records of Mr. Pettit, abstractor.
S, The family of Cabeza de BacR (or Vaca) is very old and may be traced back
many centuries in Spanish history. There is a story that the. family was knighted
. in 1235 after the Spaniards were led to a victory over the Moors, by the leader using
the head of a cow as a sign. The title of CabeZa de Vaca was given then and it is
still used. Today in this region it is designated merely by C. de Baca. This material
was given by Mr. J. T. McCullough.
1.
2~
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sisting chiefly of 600 mules and horses. He lived in a hut
at the place known as Lorna Montosa for a number of
years, and there he attempted to fulfill his reasons for wanting the .grant, as stated in his petition-"to cultivate the
soil, advance the interests of agriculture, pasture the animals Providence had been pleased to favor him with, and
live in the quietude and repose he aspired to." 4
Cabeza de Baca was not allowed to remain in peace
on his grant, and was soon driven away by the increased
hostility of the' plains Indians. They had. stolen his 600
horses and mules, valued at $36,000; so he removed to Peiia
Blanca. There he was killed in 1827 by a Mexican soldier
when Baca refused to give up some contraband property
belonging to an American. 5 It was not until 1835 that it
became safe enough to live on the Vegas Grandes again, and'
in that year a second grant was petitioned by a different
party.
The second grant was petitioned on March 20, -1835,
by Juan de Dios Maese, Miguel Archuleta, Manuel Duran,
Jose Antonio Casaus, and twenty-five others. It had practically the same boundaries as the fir'st. On the north was
the Sapello River, on the east was the boundary of the grant
of Don Antonio Ortiz and the Aguaje de la Llegua, and on
the south was the boundary of EI Bado. The same d~W the
grant was asked for, the ayuntamiento of EIBado recommended it to the Territorial Deputation, and on March -23,
1835, the grapt was made with some added provisions.
These provisions were that persons owning no land were
allowed the same privileges as the petitioning settlers, and
the pastures and watering .places were free to all. On
March 25 Don Francisco Sarracino, governor and political
chief, directed the alcalde of EI Bado to place the settlers
in possession and have them select a townsite.
Because there were two Las Vegas grants some trouble
4. Copy of original petition in Mr. Pettit's office.
5. Records of testimony concerning the land grants. found in Mr. Pettit's office.
For another reference to this affair, see the former quarterly Old Sa,nta Fe, I, 260.261.

/
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naturally arose. ,The last grantees contended that the'grant
made to Cabeza de Baca by the Provincial Deputation at
Durango was void because it was in the year that Mexico
won its independence from Spain, and the country was in
confusion. In some places the people had not known about
the change, and authorities had continued to exercise their
power given by the King of Spain. However, since it was
believed that the capital of Durango then held jurisdiction
over New Mexico, it was decided that the deputation at Durango had acted within its bounds. The Territorial Deputa;..
tion of New Mexico also in 1825 had confirmed the Cabeza
de Baca grant which would make it valid.
The grant made to Juan de Di6s Maese and others was
protested against by the heirs of Cabeza de Baca. In
the complaint filed it was stated that Maese and the others
knew at the time they petitioned that there was a prior
grant in existence. The complaint also gave the reasons
that prevented the heirs from regaining possession of their
land. These were the infancy of the heirs at the time, the
internal revolution of the Republic of Mexico, and war with
the United States. The living sons of Cabeza de Baca at
that time were Luis, Prudencio, Jesus the Second, Domingo, and Manuel. Those dead were Juan Antonio, Jose,
Jose Miguel, Ram6n, and Mateo. 6 After the father died
Juan Antonio, as revealed in testimony, acted as manager of
the affairs, until he was killed by the Indians.
These conflicting land claims were not settled until
after the American Occupation when Pelham was appointed
surveyor general for the United States. His duty was not
to decide which claim was right, but only to decide if the
6. Testimony concerning the Jand grants, Pettit's office. These names were
copied from the records but for some reason do not number the seventeen which
were mentioned in the .petition. In TwitcheIl'B Spanish Archive., I, 47, all the children of Cabeza de Baca were named. In hiB firBt marriage to Ana Maria L6pez the
children were Antonio, 'Juan Antonio. Rosa, Jose Domingo, Guadalupe, Miguel, and
Ram6n. In hiB Becond marriage to J oBefa Sanchez the children were Luis Maria,
Prudencia, Mateo, J osefa the FirBt, and Luz. In hiB third marriage to Encarnaci6n
Lucero the children were Juana Paula, J eBuB Bacalro (Cafionero), Juan Felipe,
JeBUs the Second (Carretero), JOBefa the Second, Domingo, Manuel, Maria de JesUs.
Luisa, and Luz:

\
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claims should be separate from the public domain. He
found that they were lawfully separated and beyond the
disposal of the government. Congress then confirmed the
. grant to the town of Las Vegas, and allowed the older claimants, the Cabeza de Baca heirs, to select an equivalent quantity of land elsewhere. ;The conditions on which they were
to select it were that it should not be mineral land, and
should lie in square bodies.
GROWTH OF LAS VEGAS

When the second grant was given it stated t.hat the
settlers should provide lots for residences, and construct a
wall surrounding the town. Each man must be supplied
with arms which were to be inspected every eight days.
Noone should sell his land until he had acquired the title
prescribed by law to all colonists. There was provision for
123 varas set aside for gardens, 25 varas for a road to the
watering place, and on the south 75 varas more for gardens.
The land should be distributed to all the individuals in the
list, and the alcalde had the power to grant small allotments
of land to colonists who came for farming purposes. 7 The
gardens and roads were to be placed opposite the square
plaza, and across the square a ditch was provided for watering the land, A warning was given that all gardens must
.be fenced, or no damages could be claimed. The alcalde reported to the governor that at Nuestra Senora de los Dolores de Las Vegas (the full name of Las Vegas), on April 6,
1835, he had apportioned the lands, taken the measurements
from north to south, and given each individual a piece of
land according to his means. This land was given on the
condition that it should not remain uncultivated.. From
this humble·beginning the town originated,8
7. Mr. Lucas, in his paper, Historic Las Vegas, states that Juan de Dios Maese
was the alcalde who made most of these grants. The first copies, or testimonios,
of the grants "are still the foundations of all titles to real estate in Las Vegas."
So many of these grants were made that "the whole valley of the Gallinas was
allotted to settlers."
8. Records of the land grants, Mr. Pettit'~ office.
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The new town was on the Santa Fe Trail, and was one
of the first stops for the caravans coming from the east.
This trade was valuable because it helped Las Vegas grow,
and it gave some of the travelers an opportunity to comment upon it as they passed through. It is interesting to
note that most of these descriptions by travelers were not
flattering. This may be explained by the fact that most of
this country was as yet new and undeveloped.
One of the earliest mentions of this region was prior to
the founding of the town and was made by Gregg in about
1831. He found a large flock of sheep grazing at the Gallinas Creek, and a little hovel at the foot of the cliff, showing itself to be a rancho. This was probably the first dwelling of Las Vegas, and was situated in what is now Upper
Town.
After Gregg's account there is a period of ten years, or
more, in which there seems to be no specific mention of Las
Vegas by traders. It is safe to judge, however, that after
the town was founded, and the Indian trouble was not so
acute, it slowly progressed. There is available evidence concerningthis period from early families who remember hearing their parents or grandparents tell about it.
From this evidence it seems that Upper Town was the
first settlement of Las Vegas. The adobe houses were built
compactly about the plaza, with few openings for wagons
to come through. The buildings were made as fortress-like
as possible, with the windows and doors opening out upon
an inner patio or courtyard. For several years there were
fio windows on the outside wall, and even when there were
later, they were always tightly shuttered at evening as a
protection against the Indians and marauders. Today,
when life is so comparatively safe, it is hard to realize the
dangers through which these old colonizers passed. But
even today, if one should go to Upper Town, he would find
some resemblance of the old plaza still there-the houses
built closely around it, the well in the center, and the ancient
church still facing it. There seem to be no available records

,
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showing when the first church was built, though early families state that the first church was in West Las Vegas, and
the people from Upper Town went there to worship. It
was always the custom to build church as soon as a settlement was founded, and iUs known that the early church
of Las Vegas was a visita, or visiting church, of the older
church of San Migu~l.
.For a while there were no outlying houses, but gradu~
ally a few were built in what is now West Las Vegas.
Eventually West Las Vegas became more important than
Upper Town, and there the houses,. still made of adobe,
were grouped about the plaza in much the same manner as
in Upper Town. There was a well in the center of what
is now the park, with a bucket for drawing up the water,
. and a fence built around it. The church was built on the
west side of the plaza, in the site of what is now Guerin's
store. A cemetery was behind it, extending to where the
new church now stands. Years later, as the town grew,
this church was abandoned for the new one named Our
Lady of Sorrows,9 which was built to accommodate the
growing population. lO
The Santa Fe Trade helped to build the towns along
its route, and eventually the merchants and weaIthymen in
New Mexico began to operate their own expeditions to "los
Estados", as the East was called. They wouid send as many
as 35 wagons or more, twice a year, for goods with which
to supply their stores and working people. They always
had to be on guard against the Indians, and they thought
up several schemes to protect themselves, such as eating
their evening meal long enough before dark to make the
camp fire less noticeable. Then in the early morning they

a

;
I

9•. This name may have been given because the town's full name, as found in
some early records, was Nuestra Senora de los Dolores (Our Lady of Sorrows) de
Las Vegas.
10. The material on Upper and Old Town was given by Mrs. Manzanares and
Miss Aurelia Baca. The Baca and Manzanares families. e~pecially Don Rumaldo
Baca, contributed a great deal of money toward the building of the new church.
There were prohably many other families, unknown to the writer, who also can,
tributed to it.

/
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would be off on the trail again. For some of these trips,
which would usually take six months to go and return, the
drivers would take provisions easily kept, such as biscochuelo (a hard bread), and carne seca .(jerked meat). They
.would depend on the buffalo for fresh meat, called carne de
cibolo. On their return they would bring large quantities
of food and clothing which would provide the town for several months. ' Most products were still too expensive for the
poor class, and· only the rich could afford sugar, tea, and
coffee. Still it was a great day for all when they saw the
long, weary caravans coming into town.
The route to Santa Fe varied a little, a1:> wagons moved
two or three abreast, or sometimes formed a new trail by
eliminating a bad piece of· road .and making a short cut. The
most traveled trail, which began in Kansas, moved westward, passing through Butte Creek, the regions where CapuHn and Folsom now are, by the present Taylor Springs
near Springer, through Wagon Mound, Watrous, Las Vegas, and on to Santa Fe. Some caravans came by the present sites of Trinidad, the Raton Pass, and Cimarron. Mora
was not on the main route, but there were several roads
leading to it, usually going through Watrous, the Fort
Union site, and Golondrinas. The ruts of one old trail are
still visible by the Saint Anthony Sanitarium, while the
present University Avenue was once the road to the States.
Along the Santa Fe Trail, a few years before 1850,
travelers again noted some of the progress made in Las
Vegas. The progress was not very apparent, for the town
was still mainly grouped about the plaza. There were no
buildings on what is now Bridge Street, for that place was
subject to the overflow of the river. Two bridges, before
the concrete one, were w'ashed away.11 Homes were not
built on the east side of the river until after the railroads
came through in 1879. Before that time there were few
houses on the east side, and only one house in the village
not made of adobe. This was the court house, made of
11.

Material given by Mrs. Manzanares.

\
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stone, which is now used by the Ilfeld Company for a storehouse. 12
The next account of Las Vegas after Gregg was in
1846 when there were about 100 houses in the town.
Abert 13 gave a vivid description of it, as having a large
open space in the middle, and streets running north and
south, and east and west. The houses were of adobe, and
the roofs had an inclination to turn the rain. The walls
continued one foot aboye the roof, and had pierced openings
through which the water could run. The acequia, or ditch,
provided for in the second grant, was evidently still in
use for it was described as running through the midst of the
town, supplying water for irrigation. When Webb went
through he said there were. three or four hundred inhabitants, and that there were no Americans. He also mentioned the roads near Las Vegas which were very bad.
Doctor Wislizenus in his Memoir of a·Tour to Northern
Mexico in 1846-1847 found the settlement of Las Vegas
one mile from the creek, and composed of 100· odd
houses,14 He mentioned the "poor and dirty inhabitants"
who cultivated their fields around town by irrigation and
raised stock. The valley of Vegas was not as fertile as
Mora, perhaps because it was exposed more to the rigor of
winter. He, as most of the travelers, considered San Miguel
a larger and wealthier settlement than Las Vegas.
One of the longest accounts of early Las Vegas is found
in Mrs. Magoffin's diary, written in 1846 and 1847,15 This
, town, because it was new to her, made quite an impression.
She first spoke of the Mora Creek and settlement, which
she called "a little hovel, a fit match for some of the genteel
pig sties in the States." They passed the Vegas next and
camped three or four miles on this side. The caravan arrived in Las Vegas at 2 :00 P. M., and while dinner was
being: prepared for them, the curious travelers looked

/

12. Twitchell, Leading Facts of New Me",ico History. IV. 223.
13. Webb, Journal of a Santa Fe Trader. footnote.
14. Twitchell. Leading Facts. IV. 207. note.
15. Magofjin: Down the Santa Fe Trail and into Me",ico (ed. Stella Drumm).
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around. Driving down a hill she speaks of the beautiful,
little stream, circling the village and tempting one with its
clellr waters. They crossed the stream, and came. in contact with the dwelling houses,' pig sties, ~md corn cribs.
When the carriage stopped the driver went in to get some
delicacies, and Mrs. Magoffin imagined that her husband
had enough money to buyout the whole town, and that if he
would put her up as a. show he would have a good business.
She was the object of great curiosity to the village people,
since an American woman, dressed in the American fashion,
was a novel sight in most parts of New Mexico. She kept
her veil drawn down for protection, but that did not stop
the children from standing around her. so compactly that it
was hard for anyone to pass. Tnese children's costumes,
or lack of them, were also a novel sight to her, and as they
stood with "their eyes opened to the fullest extent, and
tongues clattering", she hardly could restrain her laughter.
Her husband didn't.
They were finally called to dinner in a big room, 'and
there' men, women, and children swarmed around her like
bees. The women, she observed, wore camisas, petticoats,
and the famous rebozos, or shawls. The rebozos, mostly
blue, were made of Mexican woven cotton, and the camisas
and petticoats were made of cotton and red flannel. As they
sat on the floor around her table, they smoked their cigarrettes. Some of them talked to her and she answered them
as well as her knowledge of Spanish would permit.
Before the dinner was served an old man came in and
spread a blanket on the table. Over that he spread a clean,
white cloth, and Mrs. Magoffin imagined a .fine dinner. She
was disappointed, however, when he next spread on a cloth
"so black with dirt and grease it resembled brown." For
their dinn'er they had the typical dishes served in the Southwest, but as they were rather new to her she commented on
them. There first came a half dozen tortillas made of blue
corn, and wrapped in a napkin which in color "was twin to
the last tablecloth." They also had cheese, and two earthen
\.
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jugs filled with a mixture of meat, chile verde, and onion
boiled together. They had no knives, forks, or spoons, and
for a substitute used a piece of doubled tortilla with each
mouthful. She only ate four mouthfuls of the first course,
because the chile was too strong, and so Mr. Magoffin called
for something else. Then they were brought roasted corn
rolled in a cleaner napkin, and this was relished more than
the chile.
After the meal they returned to the carriage. Soon they
were "hid from view by the mountains as the road wound
along," and she was vastly relieved to be in the open again,
beyond the gaze of the curious and "wild looking strangers."
Their next dinner, at Bernal, which _consisted of fried
chicken, corn, and bean soup, was enjoyed more than the
one at Las Vegas.
These pictures of Las Vegas, interesting and vivid as
they may be, were not on the whole complimentary. The
travelers were probably too unfamiliar with the new customs to appreciate them, and there may have been some
more refined people, perhaps, than the ones crowding about
the caravan. It would seem that there were a few wealthy
families in Las Vegas as early as 1846, and knowledge of
these would have lent-added interest to the travelers' narratives. There was not a strict middle class, and the two
main classes were composed of the wealthy group and their
peons. Evidently it was the peon class .that Mrs. Magoffin
was describing.
When Mrs. Magoffin passed through Las Vegas with
her husband, Samuel Magoffin, and a company of traders,
she was on her way to Santa Fe. Kearny had passed
through Las Vegas before her, and in a remarkably bloodless campaign, had taken possession of a foreign cbuntry for
the United States. His way had been paved by James Magoffin, a brother of Samuel Magoffin, who had persuaded
Governor Armijo and his followers to -make no opposition.l 6
Consequently Kearny, with his troops, passed from town
16.

)

Magoffin, Down the Santa Fe Trail and into Mexico.
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to town, advising the people of their change of government.
The people, for the most part, took the change quietly, fot
they hated Armijo, and had already gained some acquaintanceship with the Amer'icans through the Santa Fe traders:
Las Vegas was the first large settlement that Kearny
came to in the Mexican territory, and on August 15, 1846,
at 8 :00 in the morning, he galloped into the plaza with his
army behind him. 17 He was met by Alcalde Don Juan de
Di6s Maese and the citizens of the town. Then, with his
officers, Kearny climbed to the top of an adobe building to
address the people. Emory says it was on the north side of
the plaza, but there are conflicting stories about which
building it was. One story 18 says that· the adobe structure
now called the Di'ce Apartments, and then owned by Herman ·von Grolman, was the one used. Ike Davis, an old resident of this town~ was told when he came here by ~m old
man that Kearny had spoken from the roof or portal of
what is now the Shaw building. At that time it had a flat
roof, which has since been displaced by a pointed one.
When Kearny was on the roof, with his staff and the
officers of the town beside him, he gave the following address to the people:
Mr. Alcalde and people of New Mexico: I have
come amongst you by the orders of my govern. ment, to take possession of your country and extend over it the laws of the United States; We
c.onsider it, and have done so for some time, a part
of the territory of the United States. We come
amongst you as friends, not as enemies; as protectors, not·as conquerors. We come among you for
your benefit, not for your injury.
Henceforth I absolve you from all allegiance
to the Mexican government, and from all obedience to General Armijo. He is no longer your governor (great sensation in the plaza) ; I am your
governor. I shall not expect you to take up arms
and follow me to fight your own people who may
17.
18.

Emory, Notes of a Military Ree<>n'TUJissance.
Lucas, W. J., Historic Las Vegas.
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oppose me: but I now tell you, that those' who' remain peaceably at home, attending to their crops,
and their herds, shall be protected by me in their
property, their persons, and their religion; and
not a pepper, not an onion, shall be disturbed or
taken by my troops without pay, or by the consent
of the owner. But listen! He who promises to be
quiet and is found in arms against me, I will hang.
From the Mexican government, you have
never received protection. The Apaches and the'
Navajoes come down from the mountains and
carry off your sheep, and even your women, whenever they please. My government will correct all
this. It will keep off the Indians, protect you in
your persons and property; and I repeat, will protect you in your religion. I know you are all great
Catholics; that some of your priests have told you
all sorts of stories; that we would ill-treat your
women, .and brand them on the cheek, as you do
your mules on the hip. It is all false. My government respects your religion as much as the Protestant religion; and 2'1..ows each man to worship his
Creator as his hC..-l-:"lls him best. Its laws protect the Gatholic a~\~ll as the Protestant; the
weak as well asV/ .. ang; the poor as well as the
rich.
I am nOt---a-Catholic myself I was not
brought up in that faith, but at least one-third of
my army are Catholics and I respect a good Cath. olic as much as a good Protestant.
. There goes my army; you see but a small portion of it; there are many more behind; resist.ance is useless.
Mr. Alcalde, and you two captains of militia:
the laws of my country require that all men who
hold office under it shall, take the oath of allegiance. I' do not wish for the present, until the
affairs become more settled to disturb your form
of government. If you are prepared to take oaths
of allegiance, I shall continue you in office and support your auth?rity,19
When he had finished speaking he noticed that the
captains looked with downcast eyes upon the earthen roof,
I

,

19.

Emory, Notes of a Military Reconno;ssaMe.
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. so he said in the hearing of .all: "Captain, look me in the
face while you repeat the oath of office." After the oaths
were administered, Kearny descended·from the roof. There
is one legend that he rested for a few minutes behind the
Shaw building, under a large tree which is still standing.
There is no absolute proof of this, and Emory said he soon
mounted "and galloped away to the head of the column. The
sun was shining brightly...."
Las Vegas had a prominent position during the military occupation, for a large post was established here. It
was maintained until 1850 when Colonel E. V. Sumner
built a large post near by in the Mora valley. This new
post was called Fort Union, which was one of the largest
forts in the Southwest. After Las Vegas became a part of
the United States more definite records were kept, and
from then on its history is more accurate.
LIFE IN EARLY LAS VEGAS

All of the travelers who wrote of Las Vegas praised
certain common characteristics of the Spanish people, such
as their courtesy, charity, and companionship. Here, in
this dim region, contact with the outside, foreign world
was small, and there was not the hurry and· worry of a
modern, industrial nation. Ancient customs, in the poor
class especially, were handed down through the years almost
unaltered. Naturally there were not marty of the conveniences we think so necessary today, but there was a peace
of mind and a contentment, that kings desire and never
find. Life was comparatively simple at first, for the average man was ·satisfied with his home, his garden and flocks,
and the bright blue sky overhead.
Despite the similarity of some national characteristics, the type 6f life which the poor and the rich led was
vastly different. A reason for this may have been that
there wasn't a middle class, and while the wealthy man
could afford many luxuries the peon or common settler lived
in a very humble manner. It might be interesting to note
\'.
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some of the daily occurrences in a poor man's life, in order
to understand more fully and contrast it with that of the
,rich man.
The Spaniard of the lower class arose in the morning
as carefree as the birds on his doorstep, for his wants were
simple. Manufactured goods from the States were luxuries and very expensive. They were too expensive for him,
so he lived mostly by his own ingenuity.. Nearly everything
he surveyed about him was hand made. The floor of his
house was made of dirt, and the walls were covered with
clay, and whitewashed. There was little furniture, except
perhaps a few pine:-board chairs and settees; while folded
mattresses against the walls, covered with a blanket, were
comfortable sofas. His wife and children preferred at
times to sit on. the floor in theIr blankets, Indian style. A
fireplace served for heating and cooking purposes, and when
his wife had made his breakfast, he and the children took
their bowls of food and sat around quite informally, because few homes had tables. In some respects· the early
families seem to have borrowed the customs of the Indians.
If the man was a peon, working for one of the wealthy
families, he probably then would go out to the large fields
and pastures of his employer. If he was not, he would go
out to work in his own little garden and field, for in early
Las Vegas each home appears to have had its strip of hind
running. down to the river, which was used for a garden
and field. There were a few domesticated animals in his
pasture, such as hogs, sheep, horses, mules, and burros.
The burro was the favorite beast of burden for the lower
class, though unpedigreed horses were owned by some. The
mule was valuable for loadable purposes, and the father, as
he worked in the old, tedious way of his forefathers, saw a
pack train of mules going by, laden with snugly packed
bundles. He also saw a friE;!nd going by in the cl4msy carreta, or cart, with its wheels made of cottonwood, hewn into
shape. They talked a bit, for there was no hurry about anything-the man in the cart would reach his destination soon
,/
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enough, and the garden would wait. What did a few minutes, or a few hours, matter as long as there was a friend
to pass the time of day with, and life was so easy to live in
this dreamy land?
As they talked they saw a handsome caballero going
by-a visitor going to the big, near by house. Perhaps he'
came from Santa Fe and was bringing news of some kind.
He sat very grandly and gracefully on his spirited horse,
and his fine clothes showed off to good effect in the bright
sunshine'. Little children ran and stared at bim as he
passed. He wore a large sombrero, a gay jacket, and pantaloons caught at the waist with a'rich sash, and trimmed
with buttons. His botas were new and a colorful serape
served. as a cloak. After they had speculated on him, they
then discusseq horseracing and the last chicken fight. The
night before there had been a dance, and all the young men
and senoritas were there, as well as the old people, to indulge in their favorite amusement-the dance. It was a
wonderful affair, for the Spaniard is famed forI his grace
in dancing,. as well as for his superb horsemanship.
Meanwhile the slin had climbed higher, and. the friends
reluctantly parted. The cart rumbled along, and the erst,while farmer went to his house to see what wa~ in store for
lunch. He found his wife preparing tortillas. She had first
boiled some corn in water with a little lime in it to soften
the shells. Then she ground it fine on a metate. When'
ground fine enough she patted the tortillas out very thin
with her hands-for there was an art in making them
thin----jand then placed' them on a hot sheet-iron over the .
fire. She turned them carefully so that they would not burn.
There were also chile and frijoles prepared, and atole, a
thin mush of Indian meal. The atole was a favorite beverage, and in some parts of the country was called by the
Americans the "cafe de los M~xicanos." Sometimes potatoes, corn, eggs, meat, and, a little frUIt lent variety to the
meal.
After eating and talking a while they went about their
\
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business again. The family might take a siesta, after which
the father would work in his garden plot while his wife
would finish· her housework. She might also go to visit a
neighbor, and, incidentally, hear the news. Her shoulders
had a weary stoop from much work, but her daughter, still
dreaming of the dance the night before, was vitally young
and glowing.
After· the evening meal one or. two of the family wandered off to visit with friends .. A guitar was faintly playing somewhere, and children were laughing: in the square.·
But the old couple sat out in front of their adobe hut, and
there enjoyed a quiet, cool meditation under the stars before retiring for the nighUO
While the life of the average settler at first was very
simple, it later became more complicated as wealthier
people came to this country.
There were several prominent families who came here
in the early days. Besides the original grantees of the second Las Vegas grant-Juan de Dios Maese, Miguel Archu. leta, Manuel Duran, Jose Antonio Casaus, and twenty-five
others not named-there was a steady stream of colonists.
Some of these, who settled in Las Vegas, Mora, or the
surrounding vicinity, acquired much land, and some be- ..
came quite noted. Ceran St. Vrain was one of the most
widely known of these early settlers. He helped to build
Bent's Fort in 1828, and later he built St. Vrain's Fort on
the fork of the South Platte River which still bears
name. He was a great trader, and one of the most important freighters on the Santa Fe Trail. He owned some land
around the Las Vegas plaza when Kearny passed through,
and established a large hacienda in the Mora valley when he
married Louisa Branch of Mora.
Some other settlers were John Scolly, Captain William
S. French, Henry Connelly (later governor of the Terri. tory), Samuel B. Watrous, WilliamB. Tipton, William B.

his

20.

Data concerning the poor family in New Mexico found in Gregg's CO'm-

meres of the Prairies. and in stories told by old. colonists.
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Stapp, John B. Dawson, Lucien B. Maxwell, Killiam Kroenig, Milnor Rudolph, Herman von Grolman, Andreas Detlef
Laumbach, Frank Metzger, Antonio A. Sanchez, Cresencio
Gallegos, Vicente Romero (who founded La Cueva), and
his brothers Eugenio, Dolores, and Casimiro Romero, Korte,
Goke, Ebel, Bonney, Blattman, DesMarias, Branch, the
Bacas, Maes's, Abreus, Valdez's, Quintanas, and the Oteros. 21
Many of these settlers. owned much property, in the
form of land and cattle, in the country around Mora, La
Cueva, Buena Vista, Sapello, Rociada, Watrous, and Las
Vegas. There are many descendents of these brave pioneers who can appreciate the modern security and progress
which were founded by their forefathers.
Though there were few rich homes in Las Vegas before 1850, we get a vivid picture of them from reminisences of old families. Some of these families; such as the
Baca and the Manzanares, have preserved many heirlooms
and traditions of an ancient day.22 Both homes have furniture, mirrors, and silverware that came from Europe or
from the East by wagon train.
From evidence gathered, it seems that among some of
the first settlers of Las Vegas were Don Luis Maria Baca:
and his son Doh Juan Maria Baca. 23 Later five brothers,
and nephews of Don Juan Maria Baca, came to Las Vegas
~Don Romuldo Baca, Don Jose Albino Baca, Don Aneceto
21.

Most of the data on early settlers are taken from Historic Las Vegas by W. J.

Lucas~

The Baca family still has in possession wonderful rebozos, serapes, and mantillas
worn in Spain about 125 years ago. There are also some stirrups. massive and carved,
which were ha'nded down from generation to generation for over 300 years, and are
now in the possession of Miss Aurelia Baea and ,Mrs. Maria de Romero.
Several of the Bacas have been distinguished.
Don Juan .Maria Baca's
sons were noted-Benito Baca was a great politician and ran for delegate to Washjriiton at on~ time, but was defeated. (Later Mr. Manzanares was elected delegate
from New Mexico to the forty-eighth Congress.) Eleuterio Baca, brother to Benito
Baca, translated "Oh Fair New Mexico" into Spanish.
More recently Filadelfo
Baca was four years in Mexico City as secretary of the Unit.ed States legation, and
afterwards became president of the El Rito Normal. His brother, Jose A. Baca, was
a lieutenant-governor. Today Miss Aurelia Baca and Mrs. Maria Baca de Romero
are some of the last 8urvivorp. among the older generation of an aristocratic family.

23.
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Baca, Don Simon Baca, and Don Pablo Baca. They did not
come at the same time, and perhaps Don Romuldo Baca
was the only one here before 1850. They were wealthy,
and owned nearly all the land in what is now East Las
Vegas, as well as some in West Las Vegas. All but Don
Pablo built beautiful homes in Upper Town, and he lived
for a while with Don Jose Albino Baca. Some of· these
houses are still standing, though most are in ruins.
Don Jose Albino Baca, who came a little later than
1850, owned 60,000 sheep and more than 3,000 head of cat.tIe. He was principally a stock raiser, though he also had
some farmland. He, as well as the others, had many peons
or servants working for him, both Indian and Spanish, and
when he built his large house in about 1855,. for the bride
he had married in 1851, it took a large force of men and
much time and money.
The house is still standing in Upper Town-a relic of
the past. . It can be reached by taking the Eighth·Street
Road and then turning off through a lane between two or. chards. The old house, standing on a slight hill, with a ._-"-'beautiful command of view, and alive today with murmuring barn swallows, gives one a start of wonder and surprise.. It is still beautiful, and its large patio, encircling
porches and balconies, rich door paneling; and courtyard
give an impression of mystery and grandeur. It is slowly
going to ruins now, but there is still a hint of the gay
life once lived within its rambling walls.
It was famous for being the first house in New Mexico
with a second floor, as well as being nne of the most beautiful residences, and many people traveled to see it. It was
a little palace in the old days, and much money was spent
in decorating it. The woodwork and furniture, including a
. piano,24 were brought from the East, and the ceilings and
woodwork in the upstairs rooms were hand-painted by a
French artist. The house was built about a patio, in which
blue grass and climbing roses grew,with a large English
24.

This piano is now in the New Mexico Normal University mu~eum.
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walnut tree in the center. Overlooking the patio were balconies and porches, and to one side was an enclosed garden.
There was also a beautiful orchard, and there were wellkept lawns and vines. Today much of this has been destroyed, yet it still serves as a monument to the colorful history of early Las Vegas.
A picture of the gay life may be had, perhaps, by
sketching some of the events which took place in one of the
large, wealthy homes. 25 After rising and eating breakfast
in the morning, the day was spent in a variety of ways. On
Sundays the family could attend church in their own home
perhaps, for some of the richer dwellings included a private
chapel. These chapels, however, were not barred to the
peons and poorer class.
The' children were usually taught by private tutors
during part of the day, for in that early period there wasn't
a public educational system. Only the rich could afford to
. have their children educated, and this was done by having
tutors in the home, or by sending the students away, when
old enough, to the East, to Mexico, or even to Europe. Because they had the advantage of higher education, many of
the older families were very cultured, with the ability to
speak several languages. The disadvantage in going so far
away to study was the necessity of staying away from home
for long periods. .The Indian problem, and the slow traveling, made frequent home-comings difficult. '
Traveling, however, was' not as uncomfortable as one
might imagine, even if there were no oiled roads and limousines. The wagons .and carts used by the peons may
'have been tiresome, but the stage coaches and the carriages
of the wealthy were quite luxurious. The body of the coach
was built high to avoid ridges, and to make it possible to
cross small streams without getting the floor wet. There
were automatic steps with which to enter, as well as other
automatic contrivances. The seats were well upholstered,
and so constructed' as to make a comfortable bed at night,25.

The 'material on the rich homes was given chiefly by Mrs. F. A. Manzanare~.
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time. T,here were pockets for toilet articles and mirrors,
'while the heavy luggage was placed on top of the coach.
Sometimes there were secret hiding places for money, which
might be found ina sliding flat drawer under the driver's
seat.
The family sometimes took a morning' ride in a carriage like the one described, and sometimes went visiting
in it. During the day the children could amuse themselves
by playing in the patio and gardens, while their mother
tended to her duties of managing the 'household. Perhaps
she would supervise a new dress her private seamstress was,
making, for she tried to keep in touch with the styles in the
East.' She would also have to inspect her linen closets and
see if there 'was anything'needed when the next trip went
to the States., There were always large rooms filled with
cloth and vari()us articles, and storehouses filled with food
and provisions. When her husband would send a caravan
East, in charge of his servants, he would sometimes send
70 or 90 wagons, and the supplies brought back would last
many months.
At noontime the Don would probably arrive from' inspecting his ranch and attending to business affairs. Their
meal would consist of home products, such as fruits, vegetables, meat, and wine, and some things brought from the
East, such as coffee, sugar, arid canned goods. They ate
from silver dishes----'-plates, cups" and saucers-for the rich
families almost entirely used utensils made of pure, hammered silver. Glass and china were uncommon because
they were harder to pack long distances, and some of the silverware was brought from as far away as Spain. 26 ,'
'The afternoon may have been ,spent in taking a siesta,
reading books-newspapers were not published here yetand finishing the regular day's schedule. In tbe evening
there was often some social gatheri.ng, formal and cultured. '
Sometimes evenings were spent in playing music, such as
the harp, guitar, and violin. Dances were given also in the
26.
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Mrs. Manzanares has silver plates and dishes which bear the Spanish stamp.
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home for the family and close friends. The social center
was decidedly the home, as most of the public amusements
we have ~oday were unknown then.
CONCLUSION

All of this served to make up a glamorous period in
the history of our Southwest. No other part of the United
States was quite as fascinating, I think, as this Spanish
colonial section. It was a colorful life of extremes-richness and poverty, power and servitude-but throughout all
. was the spirit of romance and.adventure.
This period before 1850 may seem to be very far away
and removed to most readers, and yet Las Vegas, in some
respects, has not changed. It is larger today, and there is
present the new element of the pushing, energetic American
culture, but it can never destroy the other and older culture in the Southwest-that of the Spaniard. In some
parts of Las Vegas life is being lived today in practically
the same way it was lived before 1850. Ride sometime
through the winding streets of West Las Vegas or Upper
Town, and there, in the atmosphere of the quaint adobe
homes, you may read the story of an ancient, though un.,.
dying, civilization.

\.

GOVERNOR HgNRY CON NELLY

( 1861-66)

